Occupational Therapy
The Otficiallournal of the Association of Occupational Therapists 'Occupational Therapy' isJlllbUsbed on the 15th of each month by the Association of Occupational Therapists. Voluntary contributions are invited. Opinions expressed herein .or conclusions arriYed at, do not necessarily reftect the opinions of the Association. The editors reserve the ri&ht to accept or reject any contribution submitted and their decision must be accepted as final. Articles, Reports, News Items, Photographs, ete., submitted for publication must he siped and all contributions should be typed double spaclna, on one side of the paper only. All correspondence should be addressed to: THE EDITOR, ' In Mental Health Year 1960 we have not only been asked to do all we can to help the mentally ill and handicapped but also to promote positive mental health and remove some of the barriers which stand in the way of this aim'.
Before considering what action may be taken it will be well first to define what is meant by mental health. The World Health Organisation alludes to positive health as a state of complete physical, mental and social well-being and not merely the absence of disease or infirmity-, In a state of physical health the human body is functioning so near to perfection that it is fully adequate to meet and respond to all the physical demands upon strength and endurance occurring in daily life and to stand up to any unusual physical stresses which it may be called upon from time to time to sustain. The result of having a perfectly healthy body is that a person is unconscious of his body apart from normal. functions and responses to environmental stimuli, except in so far as that hF <has a feeling of general well-being and of having something in reserve for ernergencies'', In fact, the body is in a state of ease rather than dis-ease.
In the same way, in mental health, a person is able to deal with all the psychological stresses of daily life and not be overcome by them. In a healthy person stress will only cause sufficient anxiety to arouse a normal amount of combativeness, the exercise of which will relieve the anxiety and restore mental ease. If a normally healthy person is unable immediately to respond to stress with suitable combative activity he will be able to tolerate or endure the situation until such time as he can take action. Each person will differ in his capacity to deal with stress; this will be discussed in a later paragraph.
A mentally healthy person will have personal ambitions which lie within his capacity and are possible of achievement. If he cannot achieve these ambitions in the immediate future, he will at least be able to do so within such time as will give him satisfaction from the achievement, whether they are in domestic, social or working life; and he will be able to face the fact of his limitations as an individual. Again, the mentally healthy person will have in his personal life people in relation to whom he can give and receive affection, and with whom he can experience the mutual responsibilities involved in lasting personal relationships. In addition, mentally healthy people will have good working relationships with other people in the spheres of working and SOCIal life so that as well as carrying out individual aims they will be able to work together with others in the carrying out of communal aims, the result of which may not appear until the distant future. When a person is functioning in this manner in his mental life he may be said to be in a state of mental ease as opposed tomental dis-ease; in fact, he is contented, So much for positive mental health in in action. We have next to consider the foundations of a state of mental health and the conditions of nurture most conducive to its inception in childhood and maintenance ,in adult life.
The Fact Finding Report of the Midcentury White House Conference on Children and Youth gives a number of necessary components for the development of a healthy personality, as follows: trust, autonomy, initiative, accomplishment, identity, intimacy, parental sense and integrity, and discusses theses, relating each to a stage in the development of human personality. These components and the problems involved in their development form part of the emotional, social and spiritual growth of a person in so far as they are aspects of his personality. Erikson/ says that a healthy personality depends on the solving of a particular problem at every stage of child development, so that the child can proceed confidently to the next stage.
The study of childhood development and children's psychiatric disturbances shows clearly that the foundations of mental health are laid in infancy; hereditary factors are important, but of equal significance are the attitude and health of the parents. For healthy development in every aspect of his growth a child needs in the first place healthy parents, who feel that their responsibility starts before the conception of their children in that they will have had a regard for the maintenance of their own health by a practical understanding of the principles of healthy Iiving", and who, if there has been serious mental illness,. alchoholism or, epilepsy in the family background will have con-sulted their family doctor before marriage; who will in addition make every effort to provide for their children reasonably safe and spacious living accommodation.
In the first year of his life a child needs to develop a sense of trust in the environment, which he will do through the 'constant loving attention of his parents; directly through his mother and the warmth and closeness involved in her feeding procedures and general bodily care and interest, and indirectly through his father's care for his mother, which adds to her own security. This sense of trust and basic security forms the foundation of later resistance to stress: in early life a child's body is more variable in its physiological state than that of an adult, and the protective warmth of the parent guards the child from too great or too sudden environmental changes which might affect his later stability.
At this time also the child will begin to develop the pattern of response to human beings, as a result of his parents' pleasure in him and shared pleasure in both his feeding and excretory processes and their interest in his behaviour; his response is the wish to please and be pleased. Later his capacity for affective response to other human beings will decide the degree of his emotional happiness.
From about eighteen months of age the child needs an environment which will take into account that he is now striving to establish himself as a separate person in his own right. He is not only learning various muscular activity patterns, including those involved in toilet training, which give him increasing strength and power in relation to his environment, but he is measuring his strength against that of his more powerful parents as they react to his increased activity. During this stage of increasing self-awareness he may appear extremely self-centred; but he has so much to learn, in discovering himself and his capacities, that it is necessary for his development that he should concentrate upon this to the temporary exclusion of much else. Upon his parents handling at this stage will depend his capacity to be independent while at the same time being able to accept help when he really needs it. He should be allowed to make small choices at this time, not only in order that he should thus feel more of an independent human being, but also to lay the foundations for the capacity to make responsible decisions in later life, which faculty will be important to his mental health.
During the next two years the child may tend to use toilet training to assert himself if this has been badly timed or too strict; to the child his excretory pro. ducts are gifts bestowed on the principle of pleasing and being pleased and are withheld from restrictive parents. At this stage the child's wish to please and be pleased is in conflict with his wish to be himself and the result of the struggle decides his later capacity for compromise. His sense of trust will form a firm foundation for his self-assertion, for it has established his capacity to resist the stresses involved in conflict with the parents to whom he is attached. It will be apparent that during this stage too much leniency will have as unhappy an effect as too much restriction, for the spoiled child will not have acquired the experience of asserting his own will against those of other persons, for which learning experience the climate of a loving home is the best; nor will he have learned to accept the reality and validity of other people's wishes. He will be at a disadvantage, for the capacity to compromise and to accept reality, together with the ability to maintain warm human feelings through the stresses of interpersonal relationships, are the 'basis of a later awareness of the needs of others, and of understanding and tolerance of individual differences in other people. When the child is four or five years old he begins to develop a sense of initiative. He wants to investigate everything outside himself and find out how far he can go and test his capacities in relation to these things. He is beginning to mix with other children and find his place among them as a result of being engaged in similar outgoing activity. He learns more about the realities of life. By now also he has developed a conscience and when he is wrong, he knows it. His problem is to follow out his will in what he does with. out feeling too great a sense of guilt in doing so. If he does not succeed in this his sense of initiative as an adult will be hampered, and he will always tend to be afraid of the consequences of independent action and will tend to indulge in self-blame. His success with the early establishment of trust and autonomy will help him here.
Later again, the child will need to learn a sense of accomplishment and so will engage in real tasks which he can carry through to completion. At this stage he can usefully be encouraged in some activities which will depend on his own attention, skill and interest for their successful completion, and which do not involve competition. Thus he may lay the foundation for hobbies or other activities which will content him in the intervals of daily work and he may also learn to enjoy and not fear his own company.
The growing personality of the adolescent will lead him to seek a sense of identity, to find out who he is and what his role in society will be; his trials and struggles will be fought out on the personality grounds he has already laid down, with the aid of his parents, on the basis of which he strives towards his individual way of life and work. His previous lessons in adapting to other people will be useful in dealing with resulting stresses.
After the sense of identity is established it then becomes possible for the person to attain a sense of intimacy and to develop close interpersonal relationships of an adult and empathic nature. He will also be able to tolerate his own company without being afraid of his own thoughts.
In adulthood the parental or productive sense develops and the person seeks either to produce and care for children or to use this capacity in some related activity.
The final component of a healthy personality is a sense of integrity which involves not only the personal standards of life but an awareness of the existence of other styles of life. In addition the mature person will be ready to defend his own life-style, in which he believes, against any threats or pressure and to follow a course of action in which he believes, whatever this may entail.
Complete mental health, then, seems to depend on early development, during which confidence, adaptability and resistance to stress are built up in relation to reality. It will be well now to consider what environmental and other conditions add to or detract from a person's capacities in this respect and cause him mental dis-ease.
It is well known that in any state of mental dis-ease there is invariably present a factor of stress, whether overt or covert, which has set it in motion. It is also wellknown that in times of excessive stress, such as occur in conditions of total war, some generally healthy and stressresistant persons may become ill. Perhaps it is less well recognised that there will be a percentage of people in the population who for a variety of reasons are . 'poor risks' when under stress-who are, in fact, vulnerable. Therefore a positive attitude towards mental health does not consist only of considering whaj action will assist' the mentally ill towards recovery: it involves a WIder responsibility, that of not making vulnerable people become ill or more ill, either by negative attitudes or social neglect; and it means accepting humane responsibility for those among us who are psychologically vulnerable, before they become sick and an ob. vious social responsibility. Who then, are the vulnerable people? There are those who in early years did not experience the optimum conditions of nurture already described, and who as a result have no basic sense of security; these people will not be able to withstand the stresses of housing difficulties, overcrowding, house sharing and lack of household amenities, the loosening of family ties through separations due to working conditions, changes of residence to ditlerent parts of the country for occupational reasons, threats of new and bigger forms of human destruction, lack of religious faith, or the strain of the highly developed industrial life in some crowded modern cities. There are others whose early emotional deprivations have caused them to have such difficulty in making stable human relationships that they constantly make and find trouble in this respect. There are those whose conditions of nurture have supplied them with such faulty emotional behaviour patterns that they have been unable to develop completely as adults in the psychological sense, and still behave like children or adolescents in some sphere of activity, even under normal conditions, and whose poorly developed adaptability, together with guilt feelings, serves to increase their difficulties.
Then there are the refugees and other temporary or permanent immigrants and visitors from abroad who sutler unusual psychological stress through being unable, if only at first, to fit in with our culture patterns, as a result of difficulties of language, colour, creed, politics or customs; who fail to understand or conform to our established social pressures -whether these consist of systems of value and prestige, minimum accepted standards of living, including customs of housing and eating, religious disciplines, sexual codes or social organisations-and who. without deliberate intention, become objects of social ostracism and suspicion and tend to behave a-socially as a result.
Then there are those people who, through sexual deviations such as homosexuality (which are possibly based on faulty early adaptations) may find themselves ostracised, in danger of arrest or forced to behave in a clandestine manner. They may either develop neurosis as a result of social pressure towards what is to them an impossible conformity in addition to their basic conflicts, or are very liable to develop over-sensitive and suspicious attitudes; they do not fit in well with heterosexual people and so may be uncomfortable and discomfort-causing members of society, arousing either disgust or distress in others.
There will be those who as a result of the increasing lack of adaptability of old age, or from illness or mental handicap which has not led to institutionalisation, become separated from ordinary social contacts and so find it less easy to tolerate stresses without the support of relations, friends and society in general, and may become mentally disturbed through isolation.
The question then is, what can be done as prophylaxis for the vulnerable? How can the majority of the population, with only minor neurotic traits and relatively stable lives, maintain in these times of increasing stress both their own mental health and that of their fellow human beings?
Unless they have asked for help, it is not permissible or indeed possible to tell other people how to live, for each person's problems are unique, although founded on the same basic needs. The only people we, as citizens, have a right to try and alter for the better are ourselves; we can try to foster our own self-development to a point where our own attitudes inspire trust on the part of other people and, while increasing our self understanding, acquire a greater awareness of other people and an ability to empathize with them, so that we can widen our range of interpersonal relationships and perhaps do by example what we cannot do by precept. The mental health of all of us depends very much upon happy human relationships, but to understand others we must first understand ourselves and accept ourselves in all our aspects, both good and evil. Then right attitudes will lead to right action.
Also in these days of increasing stress and intense competition we can perhaps, by having the courage to resist material values and stepping out of the rush for the top with equanimity, preserve our own mental health and prevent some psycho-somatic disorders, while at the same time helping the vulnerable by example not to submit themselves to stresses they cannot tolerate, nor to compete beyond their capacity. If we see unfair stress being put upon employees, vulnerable or otherwise. or hostility between fellow workers causing disharmony throughout a working group, we can ven.
tilate and ameliorate such conditions by open discussion.
Where it is necessary to foster mutual understanding between different races it is interesting to consider that while every country is striving to keep up with the times, the times in fact seem to have out-. run us; improved communications and faster travel have brought us too rapidly into close proximity with many peoples whom collectively we have not even begun to understand. We are aware that there are a great many peoples who are 'different' and therefore strange to us but perhaps we are too lazy--or too confused by events-to take any positive action towards understanding. It might be helpful to use some of our increased leisure to study the language, history, geographical conditions and ways of life of other peoples, particularly of those whom superficially we like the least, and to study the ways in which their customs are related to their environment. However, before doing so we may need to re-study first the history and growth of the customs of our own country: otherwise we have no standards by which to assess the development of other nations or to make value judgements as to their validity. The more we understand of the natural processes which have made other nations different from ourselves, the less alarming these differences will appear to be. In the same way, if we read about other religions with an open mind resulting from mature attitudes we shall be able to accept their validity to the believer; if we can accept other political opinions as points of view, we shall be able to see that all beliefs and opinions are aspects of some basic idea which are suited to the different natures holding such beliefs. We may then develop the courage to stand up for other people's rights as firmly as we do for our own, and to empathize with them to such an extent that we can disagree with what they say while at the same time defending their right to say it. This will only be possible if we ourselves have developed our own integrity to the point where we can maintain our own way of life against outside beliefs or pressures, while respecting or tolerating those of others; the psychologically mature can afford to be tolerant because they are secure. To condemn other people's value judgements may be an expression of doubt in relation to our own.
With sexual deviants such as homosexuals we have again the problem of lack of understanding. How much does the ordinary citizen know of the psychological channels through which the ways of life which he condemns are reached? How are these problems to be healthily and helpfully dealt with unless the adult public permit and support by their open-minded attitudes constructive scientific investigation? Before we condemn homosexuals we may perhaps read the up-to-date literature concerning the causes of this condition, and discuss the problem as one of possibly immature development with consequent maladjustment, rather than one of crime. If we have the courage to study what may be distasteful we may find that our tolerance increases; and those who do not suffer from similar maladjustments are in no danger of seduction.
To conclude, we are told in Leviticus xix v. 33:
"And if a stranger sojourn with thee in your land, ye shall not vex him. But the stranger that dwelleth with you shall be unto you as one born among you, and thou shalt love him as thyself ...." Today our 'stranger' is perhaps the refugee with the odd ways and taste for peculiar smelling food, the person of black, brown or yellow skin instead of our familiar pink, the person who worships in a different kind of environment from us, the man whose politics infuriate us, the difficult child, the neighbour we think we can't tolerate, the difficult employer or employee, the sexual deviate, the lonely or trying old person, the mentallyhandicapped or chronically ill, the subclinical neurotic who is always in difficulties, the psychopath and the eccentric who we may assist in feeling 'different' if only by our laughter . . . perhaps even the criminal ....?
Perhaps if we try to understand our 'stranger' we shall help to maintain or improve both his mental health and our .own?
